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ABSTRACT 



This paper responds to President Clinton's call for an end 
to social promotion. The article reports on a study that examined the effects 
of social promotion on students, looked at alternatives to social promotion, 
and investigated how teachers in a representative public school district 
perceive social promotion. Data were gathered from 46 questionnaires filled 
out by employees of a junior high school in southeast Texas . Most 
participants reported that they believed that social promotion was practiced 
in their school district. A majority of the participants did not believe that 
social promotion either benefited the student or improved self-esteem, and 
most of them did not endorse the practice of social promotion. Results 
suggest that social promotion does cause further academic deterioration, 
confirming earlier studies that showed that students who repeat one or more 
grades are more likely to drop out of school. Teachers, however, are 
pressured to pass students so as to alleviate the grade-age problem caused by 
retention. It is argued that merely abolishing social promotion will not 
solve the problem. Special programs must be provided for failing students, 
which means that the educational system as a whole must change its belief 
system that all children learn at the same rate. (Contains 15 references, 2 
tables, and the questionnaire.) (RJM) 



******************************************************************** ********* 

* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made 

* from the original document . 



The Social Promotion Epidemic 1 



00 

<N 

O 

co 



Q 



W 



Running head: The Social Promotion Epidemic 



The Social Promotion Epidemic 
Rhonda James 
Deidre Powell 
Lamar University 



of Educational Research and Improvement 

EDUCATIONAL resources information 
CENTER (ERIC) 

(JrThrs document has been reproduced aa 
received from the person or organization 
originating it 

□ Minor changes have been made to improve 
reproduction quality 



• Points of view or opiniona stated m this docu- 
ment do not necessarily represent official 
OERI position or policy 



53 

Os 




PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS 
BEEN GRANTED BY 

BESTCOPY AVAILABLE ^ 



2 



TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 

1 



The Social Promotion Epidemic 2 



Abstract 

This research is in response to the Clinton memorandum concerning social 
promotion. It also pertains to the basic civil right to a quality public education that 
will prepare a student for life after high school graduation. The main questions that 
were addressed in this research are: 1) What is the effect of social promotion on the 
student? ; 2)Are there alternatives to social promotion?; 3) How do teachers in a 
representative public school district perceive social promotion? The first two 
questions were analyzed through qualitative analysis of previous research and 
literature. The third question was investigated by the use of a questionnaire which 
was distributed to a Southeast Texas Junior High School. Analysis shows that 
social promotion does not deteriorate nor enhance a student’s self-esteem. The 
findings concerning whether or not social promotion causes further academic 
deterioration is that in many cases it does. Further research needs to be done to 
discern which alternatives are effective in the educational environment. Participants 
in this questionnaire did believe that social promotion was occurring, they do not 
agree with it, they feel that it causes further academic deterioration, and that it does 
not improve a student’s self-esteem. 
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The Social Promotion Epidemic 
Introduction 

Social promotion has not always been a problem among American schools. 

In the mid 1 800's grade level schools originated. The practice at the time was that 
the student would stay at a grade level until that level was mastered. In the 1930's 
schools began to consider the factors of age and maturity in relation to grade levels. 
By the 1980's the social promotion philosophy began to blossom. The theory is to 
pass a student based on age, without mastery of academics. By the 1990's the 
nationwide educational practice of social promotion has reached epidemic 
proportions. 

“The basic theory behind social promotion is simple. It is claimed that if a 
student is held back more than once they will almost certainly drop out of school 
and join the dead-beats who roam the streets and fill the jails.” (Anonymous, 1996) 
The problem with social promotion is how to deal with high school graduates who 
cannot read, do basic mathematics, or even fill out an application. When an adult is 
functionally illiterate and cannot perform the basic skills necessary to get a job, then 
our education system has failed that individual. 

This research is in response to the Clinton memorandum concerning social 
promotion. It is also pertaining to the basic civil right to a quality public education 
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that will prepare a student for life after high school graduation. The main questions 
that are being addressed in this research are: 1) What is the effect of social 
promotion on the student?; 2) Are there alternatives to social promotion?; 3) How do 
teachers in a representative public school district perceive social promotion? 

Kev Terms 

Social promotion is defined as students who are passed from grade to grade often 
regardless of whether they have mastered required material and are academically 
prepared to do the work at the next level. (Clinton, 1998) 

Retention is defined as retaining a student in the same grade for a second year. 
Efficiency principle is defined as using the least amount of energy to produce the 
desired effect. 

IEP is defined as an Individualized Education Plan that states the students present 
educational level along with goals and objectives for the student. 

Enrichment class is defined as any elective class that does not pertain to core 
subject matter. 

Core subject matter is defined as Math, Reading, Science, English, and Social 
Studies. 

Review of the Literature 

Social promotion has reached epidemic proportions in the United States. The 
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Economist, a London newspaper, reported that a survey of Texas teachers stated 
that at least 150,000 students, about 4% of the total number in the state’s schools, 
were socially promoted without meeting basic academic requirements. Other states 
are also trying to address this serious predicament. In September 1 998, California 
passed legislation curtailing social promotion. (Johnston, 1998) 

President Bill Clinton addressed the problem of social promotion when he 

stated, 

That is why I have repeatedly challenged States and school districts to end 
social promotions - to require students to meet rigorous academic standards at key 
transition points in their schooling career, and to end the practice of promoting 
students without regard to how much they have learned. As every parent knows, 
students must earn their promotion through effort and achievement, not simply by 
accumulating time in school. (Clinton, 1998) 

Social promotion is causing academic deterioration, and denying many 
students a quality education. The right to a quality public education was best 
expressed by Bob Chase when he stated, “What do any of these rights mean to an 
American child or young adult who has been denied a decent education, who is 
functionally illiterate, who lacks even the most basic math skills?” (Chase, 1997) 
Schools that pass students who cannot read flunk a basic moral test, and further 
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deteriorate the education system. 

The question: What is the effect of social promotion on a student? has 
been divided into two sub-questions. The first is: How does social promotion affect 
a student’s self-esteem? According to Patricia King the rationale behind social 
promotion is to avoid injury to the student’s sense of self worth and to assume that if 
promoted, the child can catch up. Repeating a grade is often associated with 
contributing to a poor self-concept. (Butler, 1990) Joan Butler and Herbert 
Handley’s research indicated that self concepts of children who are not diminished 
by their repeating a grade. This finding supports the position that children retained 
in early grades do not suffer personal demoralization in the process. 

The second sub-question is: Does social promotion cause further academic 
deterioration? Though well intended social promotion has been an academic 
disaster. Many students apply the efficiency principle and determine they have no 
good reason to complete class assignments, because they will be promoted to high 
school even if they fail classes. Due to this belief many pupils do not try to improve 
in the academic areas that they are already behind in. Hall and Wallace reviewed 
numerous studies and found that students who were retained achieved better grades 
in high school than those students who were promoted. (Butler, 1990) 

The next main question analyzed was: Are there alternatives to social 
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promotion, and if so what are they? Yes, there are alternatives, but first one must 

realize that there are many factors to consider when students are involved. Children 
learn at different rates and much of this depends on their home life. A child whose 
parents did not read to him or her, because they cannot read themselves, will come 
to school much less prepared than the child who was read to every night. Children 
who come from stressful home situations or who are tired and hungry also will not 
learn as fast as a child who is happy and healthy. Students’ who move frequently or 
who are kept out of school for numerous reasons may be more at risk than a student 
who continues to live in the same school district. (Thomas, 1992) 

Many studies have been done to find an answer to the social promotion 
epidemic. Social promotion does not work, but what does? Governor George 
W. Bush and President Bill Clinton have gone on record against it, but even they 
have not been able to create a fool proof alternative that is guaranteed to work. This 
nation is aware of the problem, but the answer to social promotion continues to 
escape us. Many alternatives have been suggested, from retention to combining 
vocational with regular lessons. Before long social promotion may become a catch 
phrase of the past. 

One such alternative is transition classes for pupils who have failed in core 
subject areas. This method is currently being used in a middle school in Colorado. 
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The concept is that the transition classes are scheduled not to interfere with regular 
core subject classes. The transition students stay in step with their peers and 
proceed on schedule to the next grade level. This strategy avoids some of the 
harmful effects of both social promotion and retention. The transition classes are 
scheduled at the same time as enrichment classes. This causes the efficiency 
principle to work in our favor because the shortest route to returning to the 
enrichment classes is for students to achieve proficiency in the core subject matter 
as quickly as possible. The material in the transition class is bundled into 
independent study units that the students progress through at their own pace. (King 
and Allen, 1995) 

Greensville County, Virginia, initiated a program that completely eliminated 
social promotion. Greensville attempted to combine the best features of the 
traditional school system with a program that promoted by achievement. Students 
who have to be retained are placed with other over age students rather than with 
students who are taking that grade for the first time. These different classes are 
assigned to the schools on the basis of age. An example would be younger fifth 
grade students are assigned to one school and older fifth grade students are assigned 
to a fifth grade class on a different campus. 

At the end of each academic session those students who have mastered the 
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required academics are placed in the next higher grade level and those students who 

have not are assigned to the same grade. Greensville also designed an alternative 
program to provide basic academic skills and job training for those students who 
lack the interest or ability to follow a strict academic program. 

The purpose of this program is to give students job entry skills. Besides 
learning job skills, the student receives instruction in developmental reading, 
speaking, writing, consumer math, mathematical measurements, and physical 
education. Students understand that this program may not lead to a diploma, but 
they are granted a certificate stating what job-related skills they possess. 
(Cunningham, 1976) 

Retention has been used widely in the United States for many years. 

Retention has been proven effective when used with students in second grade or 
below. The younger students do not understand the concepts of flunking or failure 
so their self esteem is not harmed. In cases where retention has been successful 
there was some academic progress, good social skills, and maturity increase. 

Success is more likely to occur with supportive parents who work with their child at 
home. Parental support is crucial for social and academic gain when a child is 
retained. 

Even though most researchers and educators reject the value of retention they 

o 

ERLC 



10 



The Social Promotion Epidemic 10 



continue to believe social promotion is not the answer. Let’s look at some other 
alternatives. 

’"Summer school and after school programs to promote the student on time 

“"Smaller class size 

♦Evaluation for learning disabilities 

♦Identify at-risk students early on, and provide immediate help especially 
with reading and math 

♦Give remedial instruction on skills the student has not mastered 

♦One-on-one tutoring or computer instruction 

♦Placed in small multi-age groups with similar skill levels 

♦Incorporate hands-on individualized learning 

♦Form EEP similar to special education model 

Method 

Participants 

Seventy-three employees of a Southeast Texas Junior High School 
participated in the questionnaire. The participants were classified as teachers, 
administration, support staff, and para-professionals. The participants were not 
paid, and anonymity was maintained. 
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Materials 

The materials used in conducting the survey were a questionnaire (Figure 1), 
pencil, paper, and a computer with a word processor. The questionnaire was 
developed using the Likert scale. Other materials used in this project were books, 
periodicals, journal articles, and memorandums. 

Design and Procedure 

The research design used is an evaluative-descriptive conglomeration. 
Qualitative analysis of the Clinton memorandum and previous educational research 
ascertained the effects of social promotion on the student’s self-esteem and 
academic performance, as well as alternatives to the social promotion epidemic. 

The questionnaire was developed using the Likert scale to determine attitudes 
within the district toward social promotion. The questionnaire was delivered to 
seventy-three participants through their individual school mailbox. The participants 
were given one school day to return the completed form to one of the researcher’s 
boxes. 

Data Collection 

Seventy-three questionnaires were handed out to participants. Forty-six 
questionnaires were returned. Question one and question two have forty-eight 
answers, instead of forty-six, due to the fact that two of the participants circled two 
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answers on these questions. Instead of throwing out these two questionnaires all 
answers were recorded in Table 1 . 

Results 

Analysis shows that social promotion does not deteriorate nor enhance a 
student’s self-esteem. Therefore the theory of socially promoting a student so that 
their self concept is not damaged is inaccurate. 

The findings concerning whether or not social promotion causes further 
academic deterioration is that in many cases it does. “The ultimate consequence of 
social promotion is that the student continues to fall further and further behind. This 
leaves the student without the skills needed for college and employment.” (Clinton, 
1998 ) 

Concerning alternatives to social promotion research indicates that ending 
social promotion by simply retaining students in the same grade is the wrong choice. 
Students who repeat one or more grades are more likely to drop out of school. 
Individual districts across the United States are looking into several alternatives to 
social promotion. Many of these alternatives are being tried in schools across the 
nation at the present time. Further research needs to be done to discern which 
alternatives are effective in the educational environment. 

The results of the questionnaire are shown in Table 1, and an analysis of who 
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participated is shown in Table 2. Question one stated, “Do you believe this district 

practices social promotion?” The results indicated that the majority of participants, 
thirty-seven, agreed or strongly agreed. Question two asked, “Do you believe that 
social promotion benefits the student?” Thirty-seven of the participants disagreed 
with this question. Question three stated, “Do you believe that social promotion 
improved students self-esteem?” Thirty of the participants disagreed that it 
improved self-esteem. Question four stated, “Do you believe that social promotion 
causes further academic deterioration?” Thirty-two of the participants agreed with 
this question. Question five stated, “Do you agree with the practice of social 
promotion?” Thirty-five of the participants disagreed with this question. In 
summary, staff in this district did believe that social promotion was occurring, they 
do not agree with it, they feel that it cases further academic deterioration, and that it 
does not improve a student’s self-esteem. 

Conclusion 

“One of the fears about social promotion is that deficient students will be 
passed on endlessly as if no one had noticed their problem.” (Center for Policy 
Research in Education, 1990) Merely abolishing social promotion will not solve the 
problem. Unless special programs are provided failing students will simply be 
recycled. This produces adults who read on an elementary level, while retention 
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creates seventeen-year-old junior high school students. 

It seems that the only way for our students to be successful is for the 
education system as a whole to change its entire belief system that all children learn 
at the same rate and will learn certain skills by a certain age. Even though teachers 
do not agree with the practice of social promotion, it is a double-edged sword. On 
one hand the pressure is to pass the pupil to alleviate the grade-age problem caused 
by retention. On the other hand social promotion produces functionally illiterate 
adults who cannot be successful in their adult life. 

The time has come where American educators can no longer afford to ignore 
the social promotion epidemic sweeping the nation. By ending social promotion we 
are sending the message that even though schools are responsible for providing 
every child with a quality public education, the parents and the students are equally 
as responsible. 
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Figure 1: 

QUESTIONNAIRE 
ON SOCIAL PROMOTION 

Please complete this questionnaire and return to D. Powell or R. James before 8th 
period today. This questionnaire is being done as part of a research project at 
Lamar University. Thank you in advance for your participation. 

For purposes of this questionnaire social promotion is defined as the passing of a 
student from grade level to grade level without mastering required material; 

Key: 

1-Strongly Agree 2-Agree 3-Neutral 4-Disagree 5-Strongly Disagree 

Please circle the answer which best expresses your belief or feeling on the following 
questions. 

1 . Do you believe that this district practices social promotion? 

1 2 3 4 5 

2 . Do you believe that social promotion benefits the student? 

1 2 3 4 5 

3 . Do you believe that social promotion improves students self-esteem? 

1 2 3 4 5 

4 . Do you believe that social promotion causes further academic deterioration? 

1 2 3 4 5 

5 . Do you agree with the practice of social promotion? 

1 2 3 4 5 

Please circle the category which best describes your current career: 

Teacher Administrator Support Staff Para-professional 
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Table 1: Results of Teacher Questionnaire 





Strongly 


Agree 


Neutral 


Disagree 


Strongly 




Agree 








Disagree 


Question 1 


17 


20 


6 
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0 


Question 2 


0 


3 


8 


16 


21 


Question 3 


0 


5 


11 


16 


14 


Question 4 


19 


13 


5 


2 
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Question 5 


1 


6 


4 


15 


20 
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Table 2: Job Category (taken from questionnaire) 




Teacher §| Administrator 

Support Staff H Para-Professional 

Unidentified 




20 



BEST COPY AVAILABLE 




1 VI IWV/ i vpi UJJ lIl.lKLiil 



U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCA TION 

Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) 
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) 

REPRODUCTION RELEASE 

(Specific Document) 



L DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION: 

Title: T>Y2 SoC l Ol\ P ro^VNoVvOn ideOniC 

Author(s):”j2)^ DC^CL 

Corporate Source: Lar^r liO V V<2 f'S 
Publication Date: 'December 

n. REPRODUCTION RELEASE: 



In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational 
community, documents announced in the monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in 
Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy, and 
electronic/optical media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS) or other 
ERIC vendors. Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if reproduction release is granted, one 
of the following notices is affixed to the document. 

If permission is granted to reproduce the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following 
options and sign the release below. 



Check Here, Please 



Check here for Level 1 Release, permitting reproduction and dissemination in microfiche and 



other ERIC archival media (e.g., electronic) and paper copy. 



or 



Check here for Level 2A release, permitting reproduction and dissemination in microfiche and in 

electronic media for ERIC archival collection subscribers only. 

or 



Check here for Level 2B release, permitting reproduction and dissemination in microfiche only. 

Sign Here, Please 

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. If permission to 
reproduce is granted, but neither box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1 . 

"I hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to 
reproduce this document as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic/optical 
media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system contractors requires permission from the 
copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies to 
satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries." 



1 of 2 

o 




2/2/99 7:04 PM 



tsKJL, Keproauction Keiease rorm - n i ml 



nup:// encec.org/enuec/reproLnn. rum 



Signature:f)L*^lL Pcu5^^ 
Printed NamefD^j^r^ Poto€ll 
Address: C>\errvj 

Victor V ”T)( 



Position: ^~7cl LA.QO.4i 6r\ *T ^QCh€L" 

Organization: 

Telephone Number:(^C^f) _ n^3' _ OA f 1 ) 

Date: Q-\C~G£\ 



HI. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC 
SOURCE): 



If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of this 
document from another source, please provide the following information regarding the availability of the 
document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is publicly available, and a dependable source 
can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are significantly more 
stringent for documents which cannot be made available through EDRS.) 

Publisher/Distributor: 



Address: 



Price Per Copy: 

Quantity Price: 

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS 
HOLDER: 

If the right to grant a reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the 
appropriate name and address: 

Name and address of current copyright/reproduction rights holder: 

Name: 



Address: 



V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM: 



Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse: 



You can send this form and your document to the ERIC Clearinghouse on Disabilities and Gifted 
Education. They will forward your materials to the appropriate ERIC Clearinghouse. 



ERIC Acquisitions 

ERIC Clearinghouse on Disabilities and Gifted Education 

1920 Association Drive 

Reston, VA 20191-1589 

(800) 328-0272 

ericec@cec. sped . org 

http://ericec.org 



2 of 2 

o 




2/2/99 7:04 PM 



